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P I D E R RAISING HOPES
HEN

The cheetah of the spider
world, the black-bellied
wandering spider combines
speed, aggression and a
deadly bite to lethal effect.

The wandering spider may be
the most aggressive arachnid
on the planet, but its venom &
could offer a natural ;
alternative to Viagra.
MARK BROWNING
raises an eyebrow.

defensive posture.
“I try to avoid making
them angry at all costs,” he
responded. “Once a semi-adult
escaped and the only handy tool to
stop it was a snake hook. When I tried
to block its way, it climbed up the snake N
hook in a second and I just had to drop it. Then
it found a hole in the wall and I had to break
open the wall to get at it.” That was when he
ecided to stop keeping wandering spiders.
Of course, these are examples when the
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BENEATH A FULL moon in the Gar éean

a drunken sailor weaves alo e éreaklng
deck and is drawn to thes] ped form of
a shipmate. He kicks'the man to rouse him

but the body does not move. Hebends down.
The prostrate man’s face trembles, drool

runs down his chin, his half-open eyesare
glazed. The sailor flees to tell the captain: “It's
happened again!”. As he runs, he looks at the™

SINISTERSTOWAWAYS

XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXKXKKXXK

cargo of bananas they took on in Panama and -"-'-- ! - spider feels threatened. And, even though

curses their presence. Unseen, an eight- legged ¢4 - . any bite by a wandering spider must be

shape slips silently into the shadows. L4 ¢ S - N - . . treated seriously, only a small percentage
The highly venomous wandering spider, > 5 2% Ecuador, Peru, Brazil, bites and five deaths in Brazil each year. A% “by performing a warning dance: it holds of bite victims receive antivenin, with

also known as the banana spider, could be

the origin of an old nautical superstition that {
bananas on board bring bad luck. The theory =
goes that as sailors found paralysed and dying

mates on ships that carried bananas, they also
attributed other misfortunes to the fruit: poor
fishing, bad navigation, severe storms and so
on. It’s not a bad theory. The spider frequently
stows away in banana cargoes — even making
it to Britain to bite people (see box, right).

This large arachnid, with a body length of
up to 5cm and a leg span of 13cm,
sports long fangs, huge venom
glands and is so aggressive it has
been known to rush up the handle
of a broom to bite its attacker.

There are eight wandering
spiders in the genus Phoneutria, but
the black-bellied wandering spider
P nigriventer is responsible for most
bites on humans. This is because it ranges
throughout the populous areas of south-
eastern Brazil, including Rio and Sao Paolo.

CHASING DOWN PREY

Wandering spiders inhabit forests on the
Atlantic side of the Andes, from Costa Rica
southward through Panama, Columbia,
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- 88, Paraguay and Bolivia.
"84 They do not build webs,
4 | butinstead use their . = «
eyesight and astonishing
speed to capture insects, 5
. amphibians and small -
mammals on the forest
floor at night. They subdue
their victims with a jab of venom
from the fangs. Even the male may end up
on the menu of the larger female unless he _
performs a seductive dance
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DID YOU KNow? signify thatheis a .

potential mate.

In daylight, wandering spiders
hide under logs and rocks and
inside bromeliad leaves and
banana plants. But their nightly
‘wanderings’ often lead them
into people’s homes, where they
seek sanctuary in places such as shoes and
clothing. This means the spiders regularly
come into surprising and pain-inducing
contact with humans.

Between 1970 and 1980, wandering spiders
were responsible for the hospitalisation of
about 7,000 people in south-eastern Brazil.
Other studies report approximately 5,000

large number of bites may go unreported
ince so many people live in highly
isolated areas in South America.
There is no question that the
wandering spider’s bite is extremely

L dangerous. The venom packs a

.‘h

powerful cocktail of neurotoxins,
and causes one of the most
severely painful bites of any spider.
Symptoms include excruciating
\x pain, soaring blood pressure,
.. irregular heartbeat, copious
. salivation, vomiting, paralysis, shock,
cardiac arrest, respiratory failure and death.

VENOM VIAGRA
But one of the spider venom’s most common
side-effects has recently caught the attention
of the medical community: men who have
been bitten invariably experience a very
uncomfortable erection that lasts for several
hours. This oddity has spawned extensive
studies into the venom’s possible use for
treating erectile dysfunction in men (see box,
top right). But trying to extract the venom is
fraught with peril.

When if feels threatened, which is very
often, the spider seems to flaunt its potency
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it front four legs raised high, bares its
fangs and weaves back and forth like a
boxer anticipating an attack. If an obj
is brought close to the animal, it launches
a blurring-quick strike, driving its front
legs and fangs into the object. It then quickly
resumes its defensive posture. a
Dr Leandro Garcia, who works atthe . = «&
University of S3o Paolo where the spiders
are milked for their venom, describes his
experiences with this species while cleaning
cages as a graduate student at the umver51ty’ ;5.
venom centre. “Normally, I took two minu
to clean and sort out a rattlesnake box. But
due to the aggressiveness of the wandering
spider, I took up to 30 minutes to do the same.
job with only a single spider — because it never
stopped attacking at lightning speed.” He
once had to capture an escaped spider and
recalls that, as he lowered a bucket to trap it,
he felt the spider leap and hit the inside of the
container: “The spider jumped at least 5ocm.”

DANGEROUS PET "

Maik Dobiey is a German collector of exotic
creatures, including venomous snakes and
spiders. In researching this article, I asked

Maik if he had any photos of the spider in a
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less than one per cent of bites
resulting in fatalities, mostly

among children and the elderly.
Still, tests show that the venom

is 20 times more powerful than
that of the black widow and that a
single wandering spider contains
enough poison to kill 200 mice.

Spiders have always inspired
- .
- fear — even hysteria. But they

ave also caught our imagination.
ative American mythology,
inspired by the geometric designs
of spider webs, features a spider as
a goddess that spun the world into
existence. And while most of the
world’s 40,000 species use venom
to subdue their prey, wandering
spiders are among the very few
that are dangerous to us. But the
potential use of their venom in
medicine illustrates that even those
creatures we regard as heinous
may offer surprising benefits.

MARK BROWNING is a freelance
writer and an animal trainer and field
researcher for Pittsburgh Zoo.

A nasty surprise in
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